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The editor’s diary 26/12/2005: Christmas
pantomime, the NHS and a late casualty
of the London bombingsOne of the delights of grandparenthood is
taking the grandchildren to the theatre. The
two oldest of my eight grandchildren are 7 and
9, the perfect age to delight in the magic of the
stage. London has a rich legacy of theatre and
amongst our genres is the arcane traditional
Christmas pantomime. This is nothing to do
with the Christian tradition but is a vulgar de-
rivative of music hall (vaudeville) from the late
19th Century. It tends to be extremely formulaic
and is as difficult to explain to a non-British
audience as trying to explain traditional Japa-
nese Noh theatre to the British. Suffice it to say
that they each have a central theme based on
a fairy story or piece of folklore. The one we
witnessed on Christmas Eve 2005 was ‘‘Dick
Whittington and his cat’’. This story derives
from a true account of a Gloucestershire country
lad, Richard Whittington (1350e1423) who grew
up to become a great and much loved Lord
Mayor of London whose legacy included provision
for the poor with alms houses and hospices.
The apocryphal story that enlarges on this true
account claims that he and his pet cat cleared
London of a plague of rats and saved the city from
the bubonic epidemic. Furthermore, that after his
initial failure to achieve fame and fortune in the
city, he was persuaded to ‘‘turn again’’ by the
sound of Bow Bells heard whilst he was climbing
Highgate Hill. To this day you can see a statue of
Dick Whittington’s cat at the foot of Highgate Hill
in North London and half way up the grim fac¸ade
of the Whittington Hospital. Medical services have
been delivered on the Whittington site since 1473,
when a leper hospital was founded. In 1848,
a new hospital was built on the site, to care for1743-9191/$ - see front matter ª 2006 Surgical Associates Ltd. Pub
doi:10.1016/j.ijsu.2006.01.006patients with smallpox during the period of
epidemic and in 1866 this was expanded into
a general hospital. Many of the original buildings
are still in use.
In my editor’s diary piece published last July1 I
described my close brush with the London bombs
and the magnificent response of our emergency
services, I now wish to describe a late casualty of
those atrocities that again was too close to home
for comfort. One of the consequences of the
bombings was to frighten commuters off using
the London underground yet what alternative is
there? The congestion charge and the cost of park-
ing in central London make the use of a car prohib-
itively expensive. Buses take forever because of
the congestion outside the congestion zone so
that leaves two wheel vehicles. Visitors to the
City of London, our downtown business centre,
will see it crowded with bicycles and motor
scooters. Amongst these until a week ago you
might have spotted my son in law, a city lawyer.
Not any longer. He came off his scooter in an acci-
dent, fell hard on his right shoulder and was rushed
to the Whittington Hospital where he was diag-
nosed with a grade three dislocation of his acro-
mio-clavicular joint. The ward he was admitted
to hadn’t changed much from 1866 and although
I cannot believe that rats were in attendance,
the filth and squalor of the common areas looked
like something out of a third world country. Return
again Dick Whittington! If that was the very worst
our NHS could throw at us the very best was the
expertise of the surgical staff. I was comforted to
know that he was in the hands of an expert ortho-
paedic surgeon who efficiently re-built his shoulder
and mercifully he was home less than 24 h later.lished by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
6 EditorialIn the First world-war it was said of the British
Army that they were lions lead by donkeys. I think
this experience confirms yet again that our NHS is
staffed by the well trained and highly professional
medical staff, the lions, whilst being lead by
managers and politicians, the donkeys, who toler-
ate or turn a blind eye on the disgusting conditions
in which they work. I used to be proud of our NHS
but now I’m ashamed. Our surgeons are either
demoralized by the conditions in which they work
or even if they are in one of the few showpiece new
hospitals demoralized by the loss of their auton-
omy. This has been brought about by the constant
‘‘re-disorganization’’ of a service wherein those
who know what’s needed i.e. our lions aresubjugated and humiliated by tier upon tier of
mismanagement by donkeys.
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